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Executive Summary 



Online learning is a complex undertaking that holds great potential as a teaching and learning 
mode that public colleges and universities may strategically employ to achieve broad institution- 
al priorities and contribute to the attainment of national goals. 1 The A*P»L»U-Sloan National 
Commission on Online Learning Benchmarking Study was designed to illuminate how public 
institutions develop and implement the key organizational strategies, processes, and procedures 
that contribute to successful and robust online learning initiatives. 

The Online Commission has developed a set of observations about successful strategic online 
learning initiatives. These observations are based on 231 Institutional Interviews with admin- 
istrators, faculty, and students at 45 public institutions across the country and close to 11,000 
responses from a national Faculty Survey. 2 These observations include the following: 

1. Online learning programs may work most effectively as a core component of institutional 
strategic planning and implementation. 

2. Online learning initiatives benefit from ongoing institutional assessment and review due to 
their evolving and dynamic nature. 

3. Online learning activities are strengthened by the centralization of some organizational 
structures and administrative functions that support and sustain the programs. 

4. Online learning programs overseen by academic affairs units may be more readily accepted 
and may be more easily integrated into the fabric of the institution. 

5. Online learning programs need reliable financing mechanisms for sustainability and growth. 

6. Online learning programs succeed with consistent and adequate academic, administrative, 
and technological resources for faculty and students. 

7. Online learning programs have the capacity to change campus culture and become fully inte- 
grated if presidents, chancellors, chief academic officers, and other senior campus leaders are 
fully engaged in the delivery of “messages” that tie online education to fundamental institu- 
tional missions and priorities. 



1 President Barack Obama recently has articulated a goal of leading the world in college degrees by 2020. 
“Rebuilding Something Better,” The Washington Post, Sunday, July 12, 2009. A*P*L*U has endorsed the goal 
of increasing tertiary degree attainment to 55 percent of 25-34-year-olds by 2025. 

http://www. aplu.org/NetCommunity/Document. Doc?id=1672. 

2 For a more extensive analysis of the survey results, please see Online Learning as a Strategic Asset: Volume II: 
The Paradox of Faculty Voices: Views and Experiences with Online Learning. 
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The data compiled through the Institutional Interviews and Faculty Survey also identify a number 
of key leadership and policy issues for campus presidents, chancellors and chief academic officers to 
consider. These issue-specific recommendations include: 

1. Campus leaders need to better understand the characteristics of the online teaching popula- 
tions on their campus and use communication strategies that target and engage all faculty 
members. 

2. Campus leaders should maintain consistent communication with all faculty and administra- 
tors regarding the role and purpose of online learning programs as they relate to academic 
mission and academic quality. Further, campus leaders, administrators, and faculty must all 
work together to improve the quality — or perceived quality — of online learning outcomes. 

3. Campus leaders have the potential to expand faculty engagement by better understanding 
what motivates faculty to teach online. 

4. Campus leaders and faculty governing bodies need to regularly re-examine institutional 
policies regarding faculty incentives, especially in this era of declining financial resources. 
Perhaps most importantly, campus leaders need to identify strategies to acknowledge and 
recognize the additional time and effort faculty invest in online as compared to face-to-face 
teaching and learning. 

Finally, the Commission recognizes that some of these observations and recommendations may 
appear rudimentary for some campuses, especially those institutions that are further along in 
implementing or supporting more “mature” online learning programs. However, the institutional 
participants and faculty respondents reported that many of these fundamental issues of struc- 
ture, finance, and faculty support and engagement have resurfaced or emerged in new ways as 
programs have matured over the years. Toward this end, A-P-L-U and the Online Commission 
are hopeful that the observations from the Benchmarking Study will provide fresh insights and 
perspectives to campus leaders, administrators, faculty, and students engaged in or interested in 
online learning and lead to an increase in the number of strategic online learning initiatives at 
public colleges and universities across the nation. 
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Background and Overview 



Exploring the Role of Campus Leaders in Online Learning 

In the spring of 2006, the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities (A*P»L»U), formerly 
the National Association of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges (NASULGC), and the 
Alfred P. Sloan Foundation began a conversation about the role of public colleges and universities 
in the growth of online learning. This discussion was premised on two central issues: (1) Public 
institutions were the leading providers of online education in the United States, according to the 
annual Sloan surveys of chief academic officers; online learning enrollments were growing at a 
robust annual pace 3 ; and yet, (2) there were persistent concerns as to whether public institutions 
were prepared to absorb such sustained enrollment growth in online education. 

A«P*L*U and the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation shared the concern that, as technology increas- 
ingly pervades our society, public colleges and universities risk becoming “obsolete” if they do not 
adapt to changing demographics and market forces, as well as to the expectations of both tradi- 
tional and nontraditional students (e.g., career needs and lifelong learning goals). Furthermore, 
as the role of education in the economic growth and success of the nation and its citizens con- 
tinues to grow in importance, it is incumbent upon the nation’s four-year public institutions to 
find new and creative ways — based in part on maximizing the potential of education-related 
technology — to address issues of access, relevance, and cost. However, some (if not many) public 
institution leaders appeared hesitant to enthusiastically embrace these new approaches. The true 
root reasons for that hesitancy were unclear. 

A«P*L*U and the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation determined that a constructive route to address 
this issue would be to engage presidents, chancellors, and other institutional leaders in a unique, 
comprehensive discussion of the challenges, opportunities, costs, and benefits of online learning, 
with a particular focus on how these new approaches relate to the overarching strategic goals and 
missions of their institutions. In addition, for A*P*L*U’s Initiative in Online Learning to be most 
successful, it must ultimately provide institutional leaders with the lessons and tools necessary 
to implement or expand online learning on their campuses. 



3 See Allen and Seaman, Growing by Degrees: Online Education in the United States, 2005. 
http://sloan-c.org/publications/survey/pdf/growing_by_degrees.pdf 
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As a presidential-membership organization, A*P*L*U was in an exceptional position to engage 
the leadership of the leading public universities in the nation. With a legacy stretching back to 
1887, the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities is the oldest higher education asso- 
ciation in the nation. The voice of America’s leading public and land-grant universities, A«P*L*U 
encompasses: 

■ 188 public research universities, including 74 land-grant institutions and 27 state university 
systems 

■ 3.5 million undergraduate students 

■ 1.1 million graduate students 

■ 645,000 faculty and professional staff 

■ Nearly $30 billion in annual federally-sponsored research 

■ More than 500,000 online students 

At the same time, the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation had played a singular leadership role in encour- 
aging the development and adoption of online education, in particular through its support of the 
Sloan Consortium (Sloan-C), and numerous other high quality online initiatives. The Initiative in 
Online Learning would build on the significant work conducted during the spring/summer of 2006 
by Sam Smith, President Emeritus of Washington State University, and Pete Smith, Assistant 
Vice President for Academic Affairs, University of Texas at Arlington 4 that began to outline many 
of the underlying institutional issues and perceptions surrounding online learning that required 
more in-depth examination. 



Recognizing the "Disconnect" Between Strategic 
Value and Utilization of Online Learning 

In April 2007, the A^P^L^U-Sloan National Commission on Online Learning (hereinafter referred 
to as the “Online Commission” or “Commission”) was created through a generous grant from the 
Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. The Commission was comprised of seven presidents and chancellors, 
two chief academic officers, two chief information officers, three directors of online learning 
programs, and several senior advisors with extensive experience in the online learning field. Jack 
M. Wilson, President of the University of Massachusetts, served as chairman of the Commission, 
and Bruce R. Magid, Dean of the International Business School at Brandeis University, served as 
co-chairman. Frank Mayadas was the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation Program Officer who oversaw 
the Commission’s work. 5 



4 See Smith and Smith, “Positioning Online Learning as a Strategic Asset in the Thinking of University Presi- 
dents and Chancellors” 2006. http://www.aln.org/node/1192. 

5 See Appendix A for the A*P*L*U-Sloan National Commission on Online Learning membership. 
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